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September 30, 20212021 
 
Via Emailed PDF  
Allison Prince 
goulston&storrs 
aprince@goulstonstorrs.com 
 
Re: The Catholic University of America (“CUA”) – Solar Project 
 
Dear Ms. Prince: 
 
This letter is to follow up on our virtual meeting of July 29, 2021 about the 
upcoming Solar Project on CUA’s West Campus. As we discussed at the meeting, the 
current CUA Campus Plan 2012-2027 includes 44 acres of land that was acquired 
from the federal government in 2004. This parcel, referred to as West Campus, 
comprises 25% of the University’s 176 acres and is located adjacent to Harewood 
Road, west of the academic and residential portions of the University’s campus. In 
2005, the Zoning Commission approved a variety of uses for West Campus including 
a running track, areas of spiritual repose, environmental research and outdoor 
performance areas and maintenance uses (Order No 04-25A).  Other than the Solar 
Project described herein, there are no plans for development of the West Campus, 
and CUA has focused its new construction efforts elsewhere on campus. 
 
CUA’s proposed project involves the use of 25 acres of the West Campus for a new 
solar facility that will generate approximately 11,000 Mwh per year, or roughly ¼ of 
the University’s annual energy consumption. The University typically uses 
approximately 40,000 Mwh per year.  Last year, due to operational constraints 
related to COVID-19, only about 30,000 Mwh were consumed.   
 
As you described, the facility will be designed, built and operated by a solar 
development company that will ground lease the land from the University for a 15-
year term with options to extend for a maximum of ten additional years. The power 
that is generated will be sold through the grid, thereby increasing the amount of 
“clean” electricity produced and distributed on the grid. This arrangement 
minimizes the University’s interconnection costs and optimizes resiliency against 
unanticipated service interruptions. 
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The solar panels will be ground-mounted at a fixed angle and will be 6-8 feet in 
height. They will be set back and screened from the two street frontages—
Harewood Road and North Capitol Street. CUA will install significant landscape 
screening. Existing vegetation on the site will act as a visual buffer, as will the site 
topography along North Capitol Street.  The final design will protect heritage trees 
on site. 
At the meeting we discussed that the proposed use is highly consistent with CUA’s 
Sustainability Plan FY 2021-2025:  
 
https://facilities.catholic.edu/sustainability/adaaccessibility 
sustainabilityplan.pdf)  
 
which promotes clean and efficient energy, as well as the Pope’s encyclical on the 
environment Laudato si’ which calls for swift, coordinated global action to fight 
environmental degradation and global warming.  
 
Further, you noted that the use will be consistent with CUA’s educational mission. 
The University offers a minor in sustainability that includes 34 course offerings 
spanning the Schools of Arts and Sciences, Architecture and Planning, Engineering, 
Business and Law.  The surrounding community will benefit from educational tours 
that are anticipated to be offered to area K-12 students. 
 
We discussed that the provision of a power-generation facility on a university 
campus qualifies as an accessory use. The DC Court of Appeals has ruled on this 
exact issue in the attached case Citizens Coalition, et al vs. District of Columbia 
Board of Zoning Adjustment, 619 A 2d 940 (1993) [attached], involving the 
proposed construction of a cogeneration facility on the campus of Georgetown 
University. While the appellants argued that the use was not accessory because the 
energy generated would be sold through the grid, the DC Court of Appeals held that 
“the operation and construction of an energy plant to serve the university utility 
demand bore reasonable relation and was thus incidental and subordinate to 
university operation.”  
 

1. Unlike the proposed CUA solar facility, the cogeneration facility would 
have generated more than Georgetown’s total energy requirement in 
the initial years. Nonetheless the court found that the use was 
accessory. CUA’s facility will generate far less energy than the 
University’s total demand. 

 
2. The proposed cogeneration facility on Georgetown’s campus did not 

provide a direct source of power to the university. Power generated 
by the cogeneration facility would have been funneled through the 
grid, since channeling it directly to university buildings would have 
required expensive and duplicative switching and distribution 
facilities. The BZA concluded such interconnection was not required, 
and the court upheld this finding. For similar reasons, CUA’s facility 
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will be connected to the grid rather than directly to the university’s 
buildings. 

 
3. Finally, the court concluded that the cogeneration facility was a 

demonstration project that furthered local and national policy goals 
and, accordingly, was aligned with the university’s educational 
mission. Here, the CUA solar facility is similarly aligned with the 
University’s educational and policy goals as well as the District of 
Columbia’s policy goals regarding renewable energy. 

 
Based on the foregoing, I concluded that the proposed CUA solar facility is a valid 
accessory use to the primary university use. While the solar facility falls within the 
category of “university use,” I advised that such use is permitted by special 
exception and, in this case, the introduction of the new structure and use requires 
special exception approval pursuant to Subtitle X, Chapter 1 of the Zoning 
Regulations.  
 
Accordingly, I advised that CUA should file with the Zoning Commission to amend its 
Campus Plan to include the proposed use and simultaneously pursue a further 
processing approval to allow for the construction of the solar facility. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 
 
Sincerely, _______________________ 
         Matthew Le Grant 
         Zoning Administrator 
 
 
DISCLAIMER: This letter is issued in reliance upon, and therefore limited to, the questions asked, and the 
documents submitted in support of the request for a determination. The determinations reached in this letter 
are made based on the information supplied, and the laws, regulations, and policy in effect as of the date of 
this letter. Changes in the applicable laws, regulations, or policy, or new information or evidence, may 
result in a different determination. This letter is NOT a "final writing", as used in Section Y-302.5 of the 
Zoning Regulations (Title 11 of the District of Columbia Municipal Regulations), nor a final decision of the 
Zoning Administrator that may be appealed under Section Y-302.1 of the Zoning Regulations, but instead 
is an advisory statement of how the Zoning Administrator would rule on an application if reviewed as of 
the date of this letter based on the information submitted for the Zoning Administrator's review. Therefore 
this letter does NOT vest an application for zoning or other DCRA approval process (including any vesting 
provisions established under the Zoning Regulations unless specified otherwise therein), which may only 
occur as part of the review of an application submitted to DCRA. 
 
 
Attachment: Citizens Coalition vs DC BZA -1993 
 
File: Det Let re CUA Solar to Prince 9-30-21 
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